Few professions have been subjected to so wide a variety and so frequent an occurrence of satirical attacks as medicine. Possibly the law receives as much or more satirical review as medicine. Both would be understandable. Obviously health and disease, like justice and injustice, are of monumental concern to mankind. People must look to physicians as well as lawyers for special competence in coping with ill-health or injustice. Furthermore, as a special case, medicine has providedlanguage with anatomical or biological imagery which is easily adaptable to satire.
Robert C Elliott, Fred Robinson and Mary Claire Randolph trace the origin of satire to primitive peoples, especially the Celtic peoples of Ireland and Scotland, who used the power of superstition and magic against an individual, or against an attitude, or simply for invective. Over time, the magic of a powerful curse, strong enough to cause convulsions or death evolved into invective and ultimately into the more civilized language of satire as poetry, narrative, or monologue. The power to harm, to destroy or to injure the human body, eventually became literary. Satire became a sublimated surrogate for primitive magic'.
In Elizabethan and Jacobean England, literary satire largely replaced actual mutilation and destruction of bodies in ancient Celtic timeswith figures of speech, which are often medical in their imagery. In written satire, metaphors of bodily harm take the place of primitive cursing, or bodily mutilation and serve the same function. Written, non-magical destructive satire by the early 18th century evolved further to a significant literary form as important as it was in Greek and Roman times.
From the medical standpoint, there were many important plagues in Europe. There was also body trauma in the continuous 'small' wars during the 16th and 17th centuries. Disease and injury, therefore, flourished virtually without remedy and were reflected eventually in satiric writing against the medicine of Renaissance England which continued well into the 18th century. To cope with disease and wounds, the various healers ofRenaissance England, including the barber-surgeons, the apothecaries, charlatans of all types, and the physicians of the time, still practiced depletive remedies, ie bleeding and purging. Even poisons were used therapeutically.
The literature of any time reflects man's concern for the welfare for his physical body. Randolph states that the writings of Renaissance England includes every form of literature, especially satire, dealing with these concerns. The various types of satiric writing make use of the language of medical concepts or medical experience. So important is the use of medical metaphor by the satirist that the language of satire as late as Renaissance England still preserves the primitive notion of destroying, or harming the human body.Randolph lists, as examples, 40 words common in such satire which have obvious medical connotations. She believes that this blunt, curse-related use of anatomical words also implies that satire could also be a potential remedy for disease and injury.
In medical thinking, even well into the 19th century, the production of 'laudable pus' and similar exacerbations ofdisease were thought to lead to 'cure'. We can find evidence of the use of satire to do more than ridicule. Satire can be used' for constructive change as well. Randolph believes that the transition of satire from Renaissance England to the 18th century, reflects the belief in reason and judgement in the latter period. It also suggests a therapeutic use for satire. She believes that events in the mind rather than of the body occupied the satirist of the 18th century. In the 18th century, however, many bodily and physical references as well as mental ones were used. Randolph makes the point that there is also a 'surgical' view that the satirist's pen is 'often a searing, cauterizing scalpel which probes deep and cuts away dead or gangrenous flesh, leaving a clean wound to heal'. This statement, also strongly suggests the potential healing powers ofsatire. Continuing the therapeutic possibilities of satire, Randolph further states: 'Most significant of all the medical figures, however, is that of satire's operating as a purge, phlebotomy, laxative, or emetic'. Depletive therapies were ineffective medically but satire made a strong impression in the literary world. Psychoanalytic therapy also may be viewed as depletive. It brings emotional material from the unconscious to the conscious state. Freudian psychoanalytic therapy is, in this sense, a depletive therapy and one which may be useful, unlike the physical depletive measures. Satiric depletion has the possibility of effectiveness as well.
Elliott, in The Power of Satire, Magic, Ritual and Art 2 , traces in considerable detail the manner in which ritual superstition, magic and art, lead to the subsequent development of satire. However, he does not bring the priestly and magical origins of medicine into the same construct as the origins ofsatire, despite the fact that both medicine and satire deal so much with bodilyfunction and dysfunction. Nonetheless, his thesis of the powerful magical origins of satire and its evolution through various forms of literature with the aid of language seems to parallel the evolution of medicine from similar beginnings. There is apparently one important difference between them over the course of time. Satire evolved significantly from primitive magic, superstition, curse, and ritual in the 16th and 17th centuries which retained much medical imagery and terminology, to the more subtle forms of the 18th century. Medicine did not change as much over this period of time as satire did. In both eras, medicine continued to be the butt of satirical attack and as it turned out, in the literature of the future as well.
Gilbert Highet'' suggests the idea of satire as a possible therapeutic weapon against either folly or evil. In so doing he uses a medical metaphor, 'These are diseases which can be cured. There are mistakes which can be corrected'. This type of satirist, Highet proposes, is an optimist. He recognizes however, another satirist whom he terms the pessimist, and he puts it this way: 'The optimist writes in order to heal, a pessimist in order to punish. One is a physician, the other an executioner'. Highet uses other medical metaphors to separate these two varieties of satirists, but essentially distinguishes between authors who use satire in order to prompt or encourage improvement in the condition that they are satirizing and there are others who write in order to destroy.
There will be no attempt in this paper to describe and document the brilliance of anti-medical satire in all times and in all forms. For instance, the exquisite dramatic thrusts of Moliere are well known and precede the Augustan Age's satires. It is this period that will be examined more fully, since it not only has intrinsic interests, but presages modern writings in a similar vein.
We can find examples of both kinds in the satire of medicine in the 18th century. There is much that is wrong with politics, economics, government, sociological phenomena, and of course, medicine which are the objects of satire. Such hypocritic discrepancies between ideal and practice provide equal opportunity for both kinds of satirists, the optimist and the pessimist. In particular, 18th century medicine invites satire. It not only differs from the characteristics of rational thought at that time, but it is essentially destructively depletive and of no value to patients. It was often harmful and deadly. One can speculate as to' why the concepts in the system of medical practice were essentially unchanged at this time, and only moderately modified from the time of Hippocrates simply by the teachings of Galen. Perhaps the 18th century in its respect for and worship of the classics might have approved the medicine of Hippocrates because it was Greek. There were, as yet few important reasons to transfer the concepts of inductive and experimental science to the fields of medicine and health, even though enough knowledge existed to make change in thought and practice earlier from the work of Bacon, Harvey and others.
Since the medicine of the 18th century invited satire, it is important to examine a few illustrations in the writings of this era. Rousseau satirizes the medicine of his time by comparing longevity where 'modern' medicine is practiced to where it is not. 'I shall ask whether there is any solid observation from which one might conclude that in countries where this art is most neglected, the average life of man is shorter than in those where it is cultivated with the greatest care':'. This is an outright attack on medicine although there is no way of knowing what the truth is, since there were no longevity studies. Rousseau goes on to compare the health of Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 83 August 1990 525 man in the state of nature and in civilization. He again makes a statement which is unproveable but appealing to the feeling and thinking of the time when he says: 'With so few sources of illness, man in the state of nature hardly has need of remedies, still less of doctors'. It is possible that Rousseau's satire of medicine in society is optimistic, since it may have stimulated corrective measures because medicine is not unusually singled out by Rousseau. Therefore, the same corrective measures could, of course, be an effective remedy for society and for medicine at the same time.
When one turns to Swift, one finds a very different species of satire against medicine. In Gulliver's Trouels", Swift is as vitriolic against medicine as he is against most human foibles. In Highet's sense, he is the pessimist or the executioner. Swift also uses medical imagery to associate medicine and disease with political affairs. He says in this connection: 'For instance: whereas all writers and reasoners have agreed, that there is a strict universal resemblance between the natural and the political bodies; can there be anything more evident, than that the health of both must be preserved, and the disease is cured by the same prescriptions'. His choice of language makes literal the metaphor that links ills of the state or government with diseases of the body. He takes a dim view of the possibility of correction for both.
Swift jeers at the physician whom he defines as: 'A sort of people bred up among us, in a professional pretense of curing the sick. And because I had some skill in the faculty, I would in gratitude to his Honour, let him know the whole mystery and method by which they proceed'. Gulliver is engaged in self-parody. He admits to having skill in medicine and therefore, is a member of this group of strange people who are practitioners of this art. He becomes a satirist of self as well as of the medicine that he ridicules.
Swift's satiric attack upon the medical practice of his day is crucial in another important sense. He finds that the humoral theories of the practice of medicine since the time of Hippocrates via Galen are both inaccurate and irrational. These combined characteristics provide a great opportunity for satire to attain heights of ridicule because of his keen recognition of the absurdity of the theories of depletive therapy. Because illness is the contrary of health, Gulliver says that: when it is ill, 'the body must be treated in a manner directly contrary, by interchanging each orifice, forcing solids and liquids in at the anus, and making evacuations at the mouth'. This method of medical therapy by reversal of the normal functions of organs and orifices resembles satiric strategies which reverse especially the metaphoric function of words. The satire works by establishing the ridiculous and disgusting consequences of medical theory and implies the fragility of its hypotheses.
The ridicule of gross medical irresponsibility also plays a part in Candide': Voltaire, described the sad tale of Paquette, a lady of easy virtue and modest veracity. After she leaves the castle where Candide lived, she claims to have already been seduced by a Franciscan friar. She would have been in trouble, she says: 'If a famous doctor had not taken pity on me, I should have died'. The doctor's wife, understandably was not particularly enchanted by this new relationship of her husband. Voltaire describes the experience: 'One day, exasperated by his wife's behaviour, he gave her some medicine for a little cold and it was so efficacious that she died two hours afterward in a horrible convulsions'. Criminal prosecution follows and Paquette is set free by a judge who takes the doctor's place as her lover.
Voltaire's satire resembles that of Swift, in which doctors may fulfil their prognoses by making death certain, with a poison. Voltaire's attitude, however, differs from Swift's in that Voltaire attacks medicine or medical practice among other societal functions. Voltaire takes this opportunity to satirize consecutively the nobility, the practice of medicine, the church, and the law. In one page of text, Voltaire's satire, while less probing than Swift's casts a wider net.
In Candide, Voltaire also satirizes the surgery of the time as well as the beginning notion that anatomical dissection could be a useful device to improve knowledge. Pangloss is allegedly hanged by the Inquisition and should also have been burned. He tells an improbable story of escaping death by the incompetence of a hangman and an unexpected dousing of the fire of the stake by rain. He describes the purchase of his body by a surgeon who carries the body home for dissection. The surgeon proceeds to make a long incision from his navel to his collar-bone.
Since Pangloss is still alive, he utters a loud scream and the surgeon, believing that he was dissecting the devil, flees in terror. The Portuguese barber-surgeon, after the devil is exorcised by a priest, then sews up Pangloss's skin and he is 'cured'. The absurdity ofthe entire situation is in keeping with the ridiculous nature of all the various stories which appear in Candide, but in this particular instance Voltaire satirizes the secret urge of the barber-surgeon to dissect a body without any stated educational purpose other than the 'thrill' of dissection itself.
Clandestine dissection, resulting in further crimes by medical people such as grave robbing, and murdering of relatively 'unimportant and undesirable' individuals to satisfy an unhealthy lust for dissection continues to animate literature for a long time. In the mid-twentieth century, this theme is still of interest and is described in Dylan Thomas' screenplay, The Doctor and the Deuils' which portrays the strange amorality of the Doctor at the end of the 18th century and in the beginning of the 19th century. The need for the medical profession for bodies to dissect results, in Thomas' play, in total corruption including murder of the drunk, the poor, and the other non-descript fringe people of society to provide corpses for dissection. Dr Rock, in the screenplay, speaks to his anatomy students in a double voice of direct and indirect satire. 'Remember that the progress of medicine is vital to the progress of mankind. And mankind is worth fighting for: killing and lying and dying for'. Thomas satirizes the mixture of amorality and the sin of pride in criticizing how far medical practitioners of the end of the 18th century could go to satisfy their lust for 'knowledge', which was only the lust for murder and perhaps a reflection of societal decay.
Pope, one of the great satirists of all time and certainly of the 18th century, differs from these other authors in his treatment of medicine. Pope was severely disabled by childhood rickets resulting in a compound curvature of the spine, known as kyophoscoliosis, and Pott's disease, which is due to tuberculosis8. In addition, Pope also suffered seriously from migraine, severe myopia, and toward the end of his life, congestive heart failure developed. He had the additional great non-medical disability of the time of being a Roman Catholic.
His brilliant satires about so many aspects of the society of the 18th century contain little of self-pity and almost no bitterness about his own illnesses. His various severe diseases did not provoke him to a direct attack against medicine. Pope was a good friend of the famous Dr Arbuthnot (as was Swift), a physician and writer who was as helpful to Pope as the inadequate medical knowledge of that time permitted. Pope was very well aware of his illnesses and with a remarkably benign self-satirical series of heroic couplets in his 'Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot'P, he describes himself: 'I cough like Horace, and tho' lean, am short, Ammons's great Son and shoulder head to high, Such Ovid's nose, and "Sirl You have an Eye-" Go on, obliging Creatures, make me see All that disgrac'd my Betters, met in me:'
Although a parody of self, there seems to be little evidence of complaint, of self-pity or bitterness with his lot in life. It is curious that, in the presence of devastatingly severe illnesses, Pope did not attack medicine which he knew was terribly inadequate. There are reasonable explanations. Possibly his friendship with Dr Arbuthnot and his subscription to the idea of plenitude were factors. His deformed and tiny stature and his illnesses, despite his wide acceptance as a great poet provide material for attacks against him by others. His own satirical writings and his acerbic wit were not importantly directed against a fit subject for satire, ie the medicine of his time. He could and did satirize his satirists.
It is necessary to address the issue as to whether satire against medical practice contributes to constructive change in the spirit that Highet proposed for the optimist satirist. The satiric writings of the 18th century encouraged the final abandonment of the Greek notion that disease results from humoral imbalance, and that proper therapy must restore the balance. How could this have happened and what role did literature play in the evolution of medical science?
Language pressures were important. The desire to 'see' disease with the aid of pathological anatomy was important in moving in this direction. Michel Foucault proposes in this vein that language and attitudes about language contribute to the beginnings of modern medicine. Foucault binds the beginnings of modern medicine to a basis in literature by his penetrating observation that at the end of the 18th century 'seeing consists in leaving to experience its greatest corporal opacity; the solidity, the obscurity, the density of things closed in upon themselves, have powers of truth that they owe not to light, but to the slowness of the gaze that passes over them, around them, and gradually into them, bringing them nothing more than its own light'lo.
This statement bears upon Epicurean philosophy as well as pre-Newtonian theories of optics. Perhaps readiness for newer knowledge arises from the important role that literature performs in the description of the need for and the prediction of the utility of these newer views. The powerful observation that Foucault describes accompanies a change from a systemic view of the balance of humours to a view that values as many facts as one can obtain by direct observation. Theory and concepts of cause and effect derive from those powers of observation. It was inevitable that medicine would search for these objective data with the aid of tangible language to coordinate and express new experiences. Foucault suggests that:
'Clinical experience -that opening up a concrete individual, for the first time in western history, to the language of rationality that major event in the relationship of man to himself and of language to things, was soon taken as a simple conceptualized confrontation of a gaze and a face, or a glance in a silent body; a sort of contact prior to all discourse, free of the burdens oflanguage by which two living individuals are "trapped" in a common but non-reciprocal situation"!".
Foucault's attention to the language of the body echoes Vico who subscribed to the concept of body language as important in communication. In this manner, the mute body to be dissected speaks to the physician who then can make appropriate diagnoses. Vico focuses on the person who makes the mute gesture, whereas Foucault's emphasis is on the observer who receives the information from the body in the clinic. A closure of the loop of communication via language exists.
It then becomes reasonable to take the next steps in understanding how satire and language pushed in the direction of improvement of medical practice. The willingness to restructure communication led to a change in understanding the possibility of the relationship between symptoms and pathological change. The dysfunction of tissues in organs which are now understood more completely by anatomical dissection makes it possible to use death as an interpretation of life. In this sense, pathologicalanatomical understanding sees in death the major possibility of providing for life a positive and rational truth. Foucault quotes the important French physician and anatomist Bichat in the use of this newer ability to comprehend with the aid of language.
'For twenty years, from morning to night, you have taken notes at patients' bedsides on affections of the heart, the lungs, and the gastric viscera, and all is confusion for you in the symptoms which refusing to yield up their meaning, offer you a succession of incoherent phenomena. Open up a few corpses: you will dissipate at once the darkness that observation alone could not dlssipate'!", As a result of the combined forces ofthe information to be obtained from pathological anatomy and language for the recognition of disease, it became more certain that disease is not the result of an imbalance of humours but results from alterations of tissues and the disturbance of organs and the disturbance of normal functions by a noxious factor causing symptoms. There is a most interesting parallel between this major step of abandoning Greek humoral medicine in favour of understanding and the use of pathological anatomy and the method of operation of satire. Medicine begins to be willing to look at the often hidden underside or inside of events in the body as satire often works by looking at the hidden underside of orthodox concepts and practices. Medicine, as a view of life, comes to resemble some form of literature. There is no complete analysis of life and its functions without a willingness to examine death and its causes in both medicine and in the arts. Foucault sees progress of this nature: the new note of medical perception 'is nothing more than a syntactical reorganization of disease in which the limits of the visible and invisible follow a new pattern; the abyss beneath illness, which was the illness itself, has emerged into the light of language. Foucault's comment is critical to our understanding, not only of the parallel between the function of language and the reorganized view of disease but of the changing path of understanding of medicine aided by language. It is necessary in both instances to uncover the lining layers that obscure the basic processes. Changes in anatomy cause symptoms and disease. In literature, it is the function of language to establish communication. In this sense, Foucault says that clinical perception leads to an ability to express the relationship between symptoms and disease in language that is definite. The study of biology and disease then becomes worthy of the best assessment and analysis of science.
In the 18th century world, the relationship between satiric language and medical disease becomes increasingly precise although less picturesque than in the period of the Early Renaissance. There is therefore both constructive and assaultive language in which the satirist attempts to stimulate reform in the first instance, and to vent his spleen (an illustration of medical metaphor) on the objects that, in his mind, deserve ridicule.
The central role of medicine in human affairs is bound to make it a subject of satire in all cultures, at least of the Western world. No matter how much progress is made beyond the ineffective practices of the 18th century, medicine will always be criticized and satirized by those who seek improved treatment, by establishment institutions, by those of frivolous mind, by writers against science, by the ignorant, and most important for our purposes, by satirists of both the constructive and the destructive types. Medical science is an human activity and will always fall short of the ideal. It therefore will constantly provoke the satire appropriate to the age.
Approximately mid-way in time between the writings of Swift and modern contemporary literature, a satirist of very great skill was Honore Daumier. As a caricaturist, Daumier was an expert satirist in both lithography and in literature. In mid-19th century, Daumier with the skill of the finest of artists and an appreciation ofliterature, satirized in a most effective way, the medicine of his age, and the gullibility of the patients of that period. His savagery against medicine and physicians was exceeded only by his assaults upon lawyers, whom he viewed to be even worse. A collection of these works has been gathered by the distinguished French academician, Henri Mondor, and illustrates in striking fashion these points!', Toward the end of the 19th century and the earlier 20th century, considerable sociological absorption with the labour union movement and with economic factors was prevalent. These are reflected in the satire against medicine by the Fabian Socialist Bernard Shaw. In The Doctor's Dilemmas", he states:
One of the chief concerns of society between the two World Wars was the fate of 'the lost generation' and the real and imaginary madnesses from which they suffered. When Septimus in Virginia Woolf's Mrs Dallo way13 begins to show real signs of emotional disintegration, he is attended by Dr Holmes, a bumbling general practitioner. Finally, the patient goes to see the specialist, Sir William Bradshaw of Harley Street (for wealthy patients), Sir William, the specialist comments: 'Prescribed a little bromide? Said there was nothing the matter? Ah, yes (those general practitionersI thought Sir William. It took half his time to undo their blunders. Some were irreparable).' This characterization of the general physician and the specialist and the contrast between an ordinary physician's 'surgery' and the elegant officeon Harley Street contain satire within satire. Woolfis the major satirist but she has Sir William undermine and undercut Dr Holmes with satirical comments, and as the reader examines these statements, he realizes at once that the author is undermining the underminer.
There are many interesting and important correlations between medicine and literature. Satire is a genre of literature which can influence medicine and other human concerns. Satirical treatment of medicine has evolved from invective and the use of explicit anatomical words 80 characteristic of the medical imagery of the Renaissance period in England to somewhat subtle but nonetheless obvious metonymical strategies in the optimistic and pessimistic attacks against the medicine of the 18th century. The force of language and the digging from below and within medicine and in satire are parallel and are of major importance. As time goes on, satire reflects concerns that are most present in the society of the time and place. One can almost predict with confidence that the present view of society in which the practitioners of medicine are depersonalized technocrats who often commit malpractice will find its way into satirical literature by the end of the 20th century.
So long as the welfare of our bodies and our minds remains important there will be satire of medicine and its practitioners.
